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Benares.

Of all the shrines, Benares is the most sacred. It is
the city of Siva, the great god of the Hindus, Being a
place peculiarly dear to him, it is the earnest wish of
his worshippers to die within its sacred precincts ; but
if that be impracticable, at least to visit it. Hindus, if
they can afford to do so, move there to end their days,
in the assurance that by this means they will gain
easy entrance into heaven. The legend * by which the
excessive sanctity of Benares is taught is as follows.
On one occasion Brahma and Siva quarrelled respecting
their respective positions. As Brahma declared that he
was supreme, Siva cut off his opponent's fifth head, and
was guilty of the heinous crime of injuring Brahma, the
progenitor of the Brahmans. He found himself in a
miserable plight; the dissevered head adhered to his
hand, as the blood of his slaughtered guest to the hand
of Macbeth. In order to get free from this dreadful
load, Siva wandered from shrine to shrine, and practised
the most arduous penances. But it was not until he
reached Benares that deliverance came. Following his
example, his worshippers, weighed down with the burden
of sin, go to the same place to find peace of conscience
and the assurance of salvation.

This shrine is not bounded by the city proper, but
extends from the Ganges to a road called the Panch-
Kosi road, i.e. a road that, at any spot, is not more than
ten miles distant from the river. Leaving the stream
at the south of the city, it winds through the country
until it rejoins it on the north. Along its course of
about fifty miles are temples of the deities, who act as
a police force in keeping the peace of the city. It is a

* " Hindu Mythology," p. 228,